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It was extremely frustrating. Everyone I worked with was a student of The Secret Doctrine -- but I found it too confusing to read. How could a beginning student make sense out of so many different ideas? Religious teachings, philosophical concepts, scientific theories -- there were thousands of them scattered over 1,500 pages. Trying to understand each of them separately was difficult enough, but finding out what they all had to do with each other seemed an impossible task. 

But then I came upon an extraordinary article, a reprint of "The 'Secret Doctrine' and Its Study" by Robert Bowen, one of H. P. Blavatsky's students in London. (Published in Sunrise, August/September 1985; also included in An Invitation to The Secret Doctrine, Theosophical University Press, Pasadena, 1988.) In it he recalls how HPB advised her students not to read The Secret Doctrine page by page. Instead she selected important sections that one needed to study first, especially the "Three Fundamental Principles" in the Proem. Then she indicated that it does not matter so much what is studied in the SD as long as the mind holds fast to four basic ideas: 

1) Existence is fundamentally One Being.
2) Everything that exists is alive.
3) The great cosmic workings of nature all operate within us. 
4) The operation of every level of existence, high or low, has its reflection in every other level of life. 

These four guidelines transformed my confusion into a new world of understanding. Every teaching presented in The Secret Doctrine is describing some aspect of One Living Being. Every aspect can be interpreted in different ways, but all of them can be traced back to the same fundamental principles. And to gain deeper insight into these great cosmic teachings, we need to have a sense that they are working within us. 

All of this suggested a special way of studying The Secret Doctrine: whatever concept engages us, its real value lies in our effort to trace it back to the most basic principles -- and to ourselves. Of course the ideal aid to such a study would be an SD index that would especially lend itself to connecting its subjects to fundamental ideas. Fortunately, there were others who had already thought along these lines, for such an index was actually being prepared. And in an ironical twist of fate, this student -- who had found The Secret Doctrine too confusing to read -- was called on to read the SD several hours a day to verify what the compiler was indexing. 

The compiler was John P. Van Mater, head librarian of the Theosophical University Library (1971-1995). He had begun this work in 1979, and it became his major occupation for almost two decades. He started by making his own index. Then he consulted an unpublished index compiled by Dr. Gertude W. van Pelt, an extensive index prepared by Boris de Zirkoff, and another compiled by the United Lodge of Theosophists. What sustained him through all those years was a continued fascination with The Secret Doctrine itself. Its teachings had become such a universal source of inspiration that he believed their relevance could be seen in every aspect of life "by those who have eyes to see it." And in his own way, he was trying to make an index that would help future students "see" the universality of the ancient wisdom. 

Assisting him in this effort was a staff of typesetters, proofreaders, and editors. More than 40,000 entries were checked several times over -- to verify volume and page numbers, which follow the SD's original 1888 edition, and to match up major subject entries with thousands of cross-references. The work has also involved identifying foreign terms by language, and most of these now appear with a one- or two-word definition, along with their modern transliterations and their spellings from the original edition. And to complete the project, an Appendix was compiled in which translations and references are given for foreign phrases. 

The result of all this work has now been published. As a comprehensive index, it is designed to provide ready access to the SD's voluminous subject matter, a vast quantity of material from many cultures and disciplines. But how does it lend itself to HPB's guidelines for studying The Secret Doctrine? How does it help to make the perennial philosophy so relevant that we are given "the eyes to see"? It does so by being an index of fundamental ideas as well as subjects. Moreover, it has an abundance of cross-references connecting teachings from different religions, philosophical concepts, and scientific theories. But most importantly, it continually refers us to the most essential principles of being -- including our own.
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The Secret Doctrine was written for the Western world to stem the tide of abject materialism. No messenger made his appearance in glowing aura to impress the multitude and, if he had, he would probably have been completely ignored. Instead, we have a book designed to gain acceptance in the minds of thinking men for many long years to come. The form and content of the S.D. is such that the student is constantly referred to the thoughts and ideas of hundreds of authors, all of whom are generally tending in the same direction. 

Some people have claimed that the 750 and more books cited are merely proofs. But what are proofs? If these references are by sheer weight of numbers designed to force people to believe the validity of the teachings developed in the S.D., then surely the exposition could have been far more explicit and detailed, thus removing from the mind of the inquirer any chance of doubt. But this is not the case. As stated in the Preface, there is simply not room enough to explain the complete scheme of nature in two volumes. It would take a thousand volumes. Moreover, the ideas expressed are often obscure to the Western mind, because we have no background. Background in these areas is best supplied by the very sources that are used, and the reader will discover that there are perhaps 40 or 50 out of the 750+ books referred to that are mentioned with regularity. 

When I first became interested in The Secret Doctrine, an interest that was fostered by happenstance -- an encounter with a copy of The Mahatma Letters in a small bookstore in New Orleans -- I felt the work was utterly impossible, that there was little chance that I would ever be able to understand it. However, I found parts so interesting that I continued to read. Whole paragraphs passed without the least bit of comprehension, but occasionally a page really made sense to me. 

That was in 1965. Several people told me that the S.D. could not be read per se, but used only as a sort of dictionary or reference work. Be that as it may, I started and read the entire two volumes all the way through. When I had finished, two things were uppermost in my mind: first, that I was utterly ignorant; and secondly, that my education had left me totally unprepared for the study of The Secret Doctrine. Here was a range of knowledge that required effort and scholarly endeavor, books that I had never heard of before, whole subject areas that were foreign to me. As it turned out, I really was motivated to begin my education over again. And in so doing I set out to find some of the books quoted or referred to in the S.D. Of course, these were rather scarce and I didn't locate them immediately. However, after a time I discovered a copy of The Source of Measures on a used book list and sent away for it. The parts of Skinner's treatise that I did understand were an absolute revelation to me. "Why," I thought, "hadn't the Masons made a point of preserving this text, so rare and valuable as it is?" Inquiries of local Masons indicated that they possessed little knowledge of the subject matter. At length, I became convinced of the absolute necessity of preserving the text of The Source of Measures, regardless of cost or its public acceptance. Some day, somewhere, there would be men who would fasten upon these ideas. Though utterly unacquainted with the publishing industry, I did finally succeed in reprinting 535 copies. Response to advertisements was nonexistent. However, a few copies were sold, and I was encouraged to the extent that I considered a second title -- The Book of Enoch. Since then the list of titles has steadily grown. 

Thus the "Secret Doctrine Reference Series" (published by Wizards Bookshelf) came into being. It is fundamentally designed to guarantee future generations access to the ideas contained in the already rare and difficult-to-obtain titles of past centuries. These works, if hard to find today, will be impossible to locate a hundred years from now. 

There are many whose spiritual longing and philosophical inquiry are too sacred to be exposed among strangers or even among friends who they suspect may have entirely different views. The fact is, it is the written word that allows the student the privacy of his own thoughts, that gives rise to the most profound aspirations and the most intuitive insights It is literature, then due to its impersonal character, its relative permanence and its very silence, that has motivated us. 

---------------- 

An abbreviated list of available publications: 

· The Anugita, translated by K. T. Telang; a nearly forgotten adjunct to the Bhagavad-Gita, referenced frequently in Blavatsky's Secret Doctrine. 176 pages. 
· The Book of Enoch the Prophet, translated by Richard Laurence; cited by early Church Fathers as a sacred text. Introduction and index. 235 pages. 
· Chaldean Account of Genesis, translated by George Smith; from cuneiform tablets predating the Hebrew Pentateuch; includes Babylonian-Assyrian stories of the Creation, the Fall, the Ark and Deluge, and of Izdubar (Gilgamesh). 340 pages. 
· The Desatir, translated by Mulla Firuz Bin Kaus; sacred writings of the ancient Persian prophets; glossary and commentary. 200 pages. 
· The Divine Pymander of Hermes Trismegistus, translated by John Everard; an ancient text on cycles of creation and destruction, nature of man's soul, rules for liberation. 140 pages. 
· Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, translated by Thomas Taylor; the Mysteries of the Egyptians, Chaldeans, and Assyrians, in ten sections, with additional notes. 400 pages. 
· The Lost Fragments of Proclus, translation by Thomas Taylor; includes "Defence of the Timaeus of Plato . . ." and 18 "Arguments in Proof of the Eternity of the World." Reprint of 1825 edition; bibliographical notes added. 128 pages. 
· Mythical Monsters, by Charles Gould; an investigation of extinct life, accounts of unicorns and dragons, flood myths, including rare material from ancient Chinese annals. Illustrated. 412 pages. 
· Qabbalah: The Philosophical Writings of Solomon Ben Yehuda Ibn Gebirol, by Isaac Myer; includes review by Blavatsky, history of the Kabbalah, and comparisons with other metaphysical systems. 530 pages. 
· Sacred Mysteries among the Mayas and Quiches, by Augustus Le Plongeon; contains insights of his 12 years of archaeological study in Yucatan. 200 pages. 
· Theon of Smyrna: Mathematics Useful for Understanding Plato, translated by Robert and Deborah Lawlor; in three sections: (1) Pythagorean Arithmetic, (2) Music, (3) Astronomy. 200 pages. 
· The Virgin of the World, translated with essays and notes by Anna Kingsford and Edward Maitland; a companion volume to the Divine Pymander. 200 pages. 

(Reprinted from Sunrise magazine, November 1975. Copyright © 1975 by Theosophical University Press) 



